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ABSTRACT 




During the 1 950 1 s a number of studies reported data showing that 
many test-bright academic achievers in high school were not entering 
institutions of higher learning. Despite the great expansion that 
has occurred in higher education since then, the question remains 
largely unanswered whether there are not significant numbers of aca- 
demically talented students in disadvantaged populat ions--black or 
nonblack — who do not have access to higher education. A total of 
28,800 were selected from among NMSQT participants to compose 72 
subgroups formed on the basis of race (black or nonblack), sex, 
ability level, and geographical region of residence. The results 
strongly suggested that the test-bright achiever of either race is 
almost certain to enter college regardless of characteristics such 
as sex or parental earnings. Data are reported on the location and 
type of college attended, freshman year persistence, and grades ob- 
ta i ned . 
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BLACK AND NONBLACK YOUTH: CHARACTERISTICS 

AND COLLEGE ATTENDANCE PATTERNS 



Donivan J. Watley 

Between the early 1 950 1 s and the mid-1960‘s considerable attention was directed 
toward the identification and development of the nation's numan resources. This was 
done with an eye toward the efficiency with which society develops its human talent, 
concentrating specifically on how talent waste might be avoided. A national manpower 
council was established in 1951, and an ensuing report was published (195*0 that 
dealt with various issues and problems of national manpower. A particularly impor- 
tant study that provided additional thrust to the need for manpower conservation was 
published by Wolfle (195*0. 

It became increasingly clear to many educators and manpower experts that various 
concrete steps should be taken, especially in attempting to build a firmer bridge 
from high school to college for highly talented students. One such step taken was 
the formation in 1955 of the National Merit Scholarship Corporation for the purpose 
of identifying and honoring the nation’s most academically able youth. Another step 
taken was a renewed interest by colleges in the question of scholarships and finan- 
cial aid to talented but needy students. The Sputnik launchings !n 1957, with their 
threat to America as the world leader in science, dramatized the urgency of the task 
at hand. 

While f, talent development" emphasizes differences among people and seeks the 
"best" for given positions, ideal democracy at work offers every person equal oppor- 
tunity for self development. The implication is that every individual has the right 
to be educated to the extent of his ability and desire, a belief which began to gain 
momentum in the nineteenth century and has snowballed in the course of the present 
century, especially during the 1 960 1 s . But this emphasis apparently requires that 
the traditional American educational system be changed: "American higher education, 

historically heterogeneous but usually designed for some selected population, is now 
asked to provide a useful experience for most young people, including those who can- 
not afford to pay the bills, are not ’prepared for college, 1 do not have ’college 
ability, 1 and do not arise from the backgrounds that have provided even the self- 
made men of earlier times" (Kendrick and Thomas, 1970 , p. 153 )* 

These two emphases — the conservation of society’s talent and the individual 's 
equal opportunity for educational development — have together influenced students to 
seek higher education in greater numbers than ever before. In fact, the expansion 
of higher education in America, in terms of growth figures, has been a remarkable 
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success: there are now almost three times as many students enrolled in colleges and 

universities as there were in 1955; college enrollment nearly doubled from I960 to 
1968, while the population of 18-24 year olds was increasing about 30%, More than 
half of the nation‘s high school graduates now enter college, and in California, with 
its huge system of tax supported institutions, the percentage is much higher. Alto- 
gether, the percentage of the nation‘s graduates who enter some type of formal post- 
secondary education exceeds 70, 

Although college officials appear confused today over their proper function in 
dealing with students who appear to lack the traditional requi rements--i nadequate 
preparation, poor motivation, low academic aptitude, etc,, there is little confusion 
over the fact that most colleges seek to enroll the most academically able students 
that they can attract. Clearly, the emphasis is still on getting the superior stu- 
dent. 

Despite the great expansion that has occurred in higher education, the question 
remains unanswered whether there are now significant numbers of academically talented 
students in disadvantaged populations (black or nonblack) who do not have access to 
higher education, Kendrick and Thomas (1970) concluded from their review that there 
is strangly little evidence available on this point. Moreover, in another review of 
studies on black higher education, Bayer and Boruch (1969, p. 2) found that: “Typi- 

cally, research efforts have been confined to a small sample of subjects, often from 
a single educational level and enrolled in only one college or a small group of col- 
leges, 11 Their own report furnished needed normative data for entering college fresh- 
men by type of institution and by race. 

Although many of the details are missing regarding patterns of college attend- 
ance, it is known that blacks continue to be underrepresented in college in terms of 
their numbers in the total U, S, population. Altogether, 6 to 7 % of the entrants to 
college in 1968 were black (Bayer and Boruch, 1 969) and, according to Census Bureau 

data reported in the Chronicle of Higher Education (Feb, 15, 1971), the same percent- 

age held for 1969* About 12% of the college age population in this country is black. 
Just 3 % of the college graduates in 1965 were Negroes (Astin and Panos, 1969). Never- 
theless, progress is being made. From 1964 to 1969 the number of blacks enrolled 

in college increased 110%, from 234,000 in 1964 to 492,000 in 1969* Between 1964 and 

1968 the proportion of blacks aged 18-24 in college increased from 8 to 15% (U, S, 
Bureau of Census, 1969a), 

Attempting to control a number of relevant student characteristics (e,g,, race, 
sex, academic ability level, high school grades, type of high school attended, family 
O income, geographical area of residence), the purpose of this study is to report 
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college attendance patterns among carefully selected samples of black and nonblack 
youth. Concentrating on the college attenders, data will be reported for their 
freshman academic performance and the type and location of the colleges they attended. 

METHOD 

SAMPLES 

The National Merit Scholarship Corporation conducts the nation's largest private 
scholarship program — a program initiated in 1955- Approximately 750,000 students 
from about 17,500 high schools voluntarily participate in the annual nationwide schol- 
arship competition. Of this number, about 35,000 are blacks who complete for awards 
in the National Achievement Scholarship Program for outstanding Negro students. Al- 
together, about 28% of all eleventh grade students participate by taking the National 
Merit Scholarship Qualifying Test (NMSQ.T). 

The samples for this study were chosen from among the 796,650 students who took 
the NMSQT in the spring of 1967- A total of 28,800 were selected to compose 72 sub- 
samples formed on the basis of race (black or nonblack), sex, ability level, and geo- 
graphical region of residence. Initially, each of the 796,650 students was classi- 
fied into a single subgroup based on his particular attributes. The students selec- 
ted for this study were chosen randomly within each subgroup. A total of 1»00 ware 
selected for each subsample in order to provide stable results. 

The states included in the four geographical regions (East, Midwest, South, and 
West) are shown in Figure 1. 
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Using NMSQT scores, three levels cf academic ability (or educational development) 
were used for blacks and six levels for nonblacks. The three levels for blacks cor- 
responded to the first, second, and third quarters of the NMSQT selection score dis- 
tribution for the 1967 Achievement participants. That is, the first level corre- 
sponded to the 75-99 quart He, the second level to the 50-74 quart! )e, and the third 
to the 25“A9 quartile, Samples were chosen among the nonblacks to match those fall- 
ing in the 25-49 and 50-74 quartiler, But nonblacks tend to score higher on the 
NMSQT than the blacks do — about 70% of the nonblacks scored above the 75th percentile 
of the black students selection score distribution. Therefore, while the top quar- 
tile of the black distribution included selection scores from 91*170, four levels of 
scores were used for the nonblacks within this range in order to provide a more de- 
tailed picture of the college attendance patterns for them. The top level for the 
nonblacks included those scoring in the top 10% on the NMSQT selection score distri- 
bution for the nonblacks, the second level included the next 10% on the nonblack per- 
centile distribution (80— 89 ) » the third level was composed of those whose scores fell 
in the next 25% on the nonblack distribution (55*79), and the fourth level included 
nonblacks, in the next 25% (30-54) on the nonblack percentile distribution. Alto- 
gether, then, there were six levels for the nonblacks, 

A total of 72 subsamples were formed as shown in Figure 2, These carefully se- 
lected samples were representative of the NMSQT participants who had the various at- 
tributes under consideration. It is important to recognize, however, that the stu- 
dents who do participate in this program do so voluntarily (although many do so at 
the request of their schools), so that the general izabi 1 ity of these results are 
limited in the sense that the students are self selected. While almost all of the 
high ability students in America take the NMSQT, students with lower tested academic 
ability are less likely to take it. Students who scored in the bottom quart ile of 
the black students distribution were not included in this study because this group 
may not be representative of students who obtain scores this low, 

FOLLOWUP QUESTIONNAIRE 

Having taken the NMSQT in 1967 as high school juniors, the students in this study 
normally entered college in the fall of 1968, About one year later, in late 1969, 
each person was asked to complete a 1-page questionnaire that requested information 
about his post-high school experiences? Did you attend college during the 1 968—1 969 
school year? If you attended, how much of the school year did you complete? Which 
college did you attenca What grade average did you earn for the course work taken 
during your freshman year? How do your parents feel about your going to college? 

O Mthough not included in this report, other information was obtained from the coliege 
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Design of the College Attendance Study 



6 



attenders about their college major plans, their career plans, and their sources of 
financial support . 

The colleges attended were classified by type: (1) public 2-year, (2) public 

4-year, (3) private 2-year; and (4) private 4-year. It was also determined whether 
a student entered a college located in his own state or region (East, Midwest, South, 
or West) . 

Students were asked to estimate their family income {before taxes) for the pre- 
vious year: (l) $4,000 or less; (2) $4,001 -$6 ,000 ; (3) $6 ,001 -$8 ,000 ; (4) $8,001- 

$10,000; (5) $10,001-$12,000; (6) $12 ,001-$15,000; (7) $15,001-$20,000; (8) $20,001 
or more. This variable was used to represent students socioeconomic status (SES): 

(a) low--$6,000 or less; (b) moderate — $6,001 -$12,000; (c) high — $12,001 or more. 

Students were initially identified as blacks by having checked on the NMSQT an- 
swer sheet as high school juniors that they were eligible for and wished to be con- 
sidered for scholarship aid through the program reserved for outstanding Negroes. 
Students were not asked to indicate their race as such on the NMSQT answer sheet. To 
check whether those selected for this study had been accurately classified "black 11 or 
"nonblack, 11 the participants were asked to indicate their race on the followup ques- 
tionnaire. Those who were initially classified incorrectly were changed according to 
the race they indicated on the questionnaire. 

The student addresses used to mail the questionnaire were about two and one-half 
years old. The addresses available were those on the NMSQT answer sheets, completed 
in the spring of 1967. Two additional mailings were sent to the nonresponders after 
the initial questionnaire mailing. It is estimated that 2,592 of the participants 
were not located and did not receive the questionnaire. 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

Other information obtained during the NMSQT testing was used in this study. This 
included: intention of entering college (yes or no), first and second college prefer' 

enees, high school grade average, type of high school attended (public, independent, 
or parochial), location of the high school attended, and the population of the area 
served by the local school system (10,000 or less; 10,000-50,000; 50,000-250,000, 
250,000 or more. 

RESULTS 

Response to the Quest i onnai re 

Of the 28,800 who were mailed quest ionn? i res , about 9% never received them. Ques- 
tionnaires containing seme usable information were returned by 11,207 nonblacks from 
the 17,472 that were presumably delivered — a return rate of 64%. Overall, the return 
rate was higher for women than for men — 68% to 59% — and slightly higher in the 
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Midwest (66% both sexes combined) than in the West (6*1%), East (63?), or South (6l%). 
The return rate was related to students NMSQT selection scores, being highest among 
those who obtained scores in the 131-170 range and lowest among those who obtained 
scores in the 62-7** range. Across all regions, for example, the response rate for 
nonblack women in the 131-170 range was 84% but only 43% for those in the 62-74 
range. The corresponding percentages for nonblack men were 75 and 40. Thus a clear 
response bias is present which will require constant consideration in attempting to 
interpret these results. Consequently, greatest attention will be focused on those 
who obtained relatively higher NMSQT selection scores. The results for students at 
the lower end of the NMSQT distribution should necessarily be interpreted cautiously. 

The results for blacks also require careful interpretation since only 52% of 
them returned usable data. As with nonblacks, the return rate was higher for women 
than for men--57% to 46%. But unlike the nonblacks, the rate of return was higher 
(both sexes combined) in the South (57%) than in the other geographical areas (West 
52%; East 50%; Midwest (47%) • The return rate for blacks was related to NMSQT scores. 
Returns were greater for those in the 91-170 range than for those scoring in the 62- 
y4 range. The return rate for all women in the top NMSQT range was 62%, while the 
rate for those in the lowest range was 50%. The corresponding rates for men were 
52% and 41%. 

Information obtained from relatives revealed that at least 14 of the participants 
selected for this study were deceased. It was also learned that 337 of the partici- 
pants were high school sophomores rather than juniors when they took the NMSQT. 

Their data were eliminated since they were not eligible according to the research 
design of this study. 

One questionnaire item requested that the responder indicate his or her race. 

Of those who were initially thought to be black, 128 men and 62 women indicated on 
the followup questionnaire that they were not black. These participants were not 
eligible for Achievement scholarships in the first place and they were transferred 
from the status of "black" to "nonblack. " On the other hand, 23 men and 57 women 
initially selected as nonblacks indicated that they were "black" and the appropriate 
transfer from "nonblack" to "black" was made. 

Col lege Attendance Among Black and Nonblack Youth 

Virtually 100% of the students selected for this study indicated as eleventh 
graders that they planned to attend college; race, sex, geographical area of resi- 
dence, SES (high, moderate, or low) or NMSQT score made no difference. Moreover, 
virtually 100% of the questionnaire responders reported that their parents wanted 
them to go. Those who take the NMSQT, then, appear to be volunteers who want to 
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attend college. But how many actually go? Are nonblacks more likely to attend col- 
lege than blacks? 

Let us look first in Table 1 at the college attendance patterns for black and 
nonblack males whose scores fell in the 91 "170 range on the NMSQT. Not only did a 
remarkably high percentage of the nonblacks in this range actually enter college, 
but the percentages held up equally well for the highest scoring blacks regardless 
of SES level. Only in the South did a significantly higher percentage of nonblacks 
enter college, but even here the percentage difference is slight (97% to 93%) • How- 
ever, a consideration of the questionnaire return rate is important here. The re- 
sponse rate for all nonblack males in the 91*170 range was 66% and the rate for 
blacks was only 52%. It is questionable whether the nonattenders were as likely as 
the attenders to return the questionnaire. From the questionnaires received we know 
that, at a minimum, about 50% of the blsck males with NMSQT scores in the 91-170 en- 
tered college, but we do not know about the other half — the nonresponders. 

Unfortunately, it was not possible to conduct a further investigation of the non- 
responders. Possibly the difference in return rates for the blacks and nonblacks 
served to mask a real difference in attendance rates favoring the nonb'acks. But one 
cannot be sure. The letter accompanying the questionnaire emphasized that an impor- 
tant reason for conducting this study was to identify deserving students who did not 
have a chance to enter college. The interpretation problem may be complicated by the 
belief among many blacks today that the time is overdue when attention should be 
placed on action programs rather than on continued sterile and aloof research of 
minority group issues. "The word is out," notes Knoell (1970, p. 1), "that black 
people do not want to be studied further, least of all by middle class white schol- 
ars." Thus nonresponders here may indicate other motivations rather than simply 
whether or not a person would report that he was enrolled in a college. Some support 
for this view may be found in an earlier followup by Burgdorf (1969), which studied 
several groups of black nonresponders to an Achievement questionnaire Although the 
original response rates were low for some groups, as low as 58%, he concluded that 
these initial nonresponders "tended to deviate from the original responders only 
slightly and in the expected direction" ( p. 10). 

The return rates for men in the 75*90 and 6l-~lk NMSQT ranges also may have in- 
fluenced the results reported. Certainly at first glance these college attendance 
rates seem high when one considers, for example, that an NMSQT score of 7k falls 
at the 10th percentile on norms for 19&7 college bound NMSQT participants and at 
the A4th percenti le on norms for a national sample of 11th graders. Although these 
selection scores are relatively low, an important self-selection factor is involved; 
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The Number of Black and Nonblack Hales with Different Characteristics 
and the Percent that Actually Entered College 
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virtually all of the NMSQT participants want to attend col lege regardless of their 
test performance. Thus college attendance may well be substantially higher for them 
than is the case for other students with similar characteristics but with lower moti- 
vation to attend college. While these enrollment figures may seem high, it is rele- 
vant that 55 to 60% of al 1 high school graduates now enter college (U. S. Office of 
Education, 1969a), and the percent who enter some type of formal post-high school 
education is over 70. 

In general, college attendance is much higher for white males than females, the 
ratio being about 3 to 2 (U. S. Office of Education, 1969b). This ratio apparently 
does not hold for blacks. Bayer and Boruch (1969) of the American Council on Educa- 
tion reported that $k% of the entering college black freshmen in 1968 were women , 
which is the year the students in this investigation initially enrolled. Table 2 in- 
dicates that regardless of SES level (parental income) the black women who scored 
highest (91 ~ 1 70) in the ftarit competition were just as apt to enter college as were 
the nonblack women with comparable test scores. Importantly, 77 % of the nonblack and 
62% of the black women in this range returned usable questionnaires. The percentages 
for women (Table 2) are only slightly different from those for men (Table 1) with com- 
parable characteristics. While k0% of the black women with scores in the 91-170 range 
had parents with annual earnings of less than $6,000, only 13% of the nonblacks had 
parents at this income level. This 40% figure is low, however, when all black female 
entrants to college in 1968 are considered; Bayer and Boruch (1969) found that 56% 
of them reported parental incomes under $6,000. 

Like the men, black women with scores in the 75“90 and 62-7^ ranges were more 
likely to attend college than were the nonblacks with similar NMSQ.T selection scores, 
especially in the Western and Eastern regions (Table 2). Interest ingly enough, the 
response rates for both races of women were about 57% in the 75"90 range and both 
were in the low A0*s for those with scores in the 62-7^ range. So the higher college 
attendance rates for blacks in this case cannot be accounted for simply on the basis 
of a difference in the proportions who returned the questionnaire. Perhaps a higher 
percentage of blacks — both men and women--at the lower measured aptitude levels real- 
ly do enter college. Several reasons may lead one to this conclusion: the belief 

among many that academic aptitude tests have less relevance for blacks than for non- 
blacks (see Stanley, 1971 and Clark and Plotkin, 1963 for different views on this 
issue); the current emphasis among blacks of the importance of college; and the mark- 
edly increased efforts by many colleges to recruit blacks into their programs. 

Talent conservationists have since the 1950 ! s been concerned about the undevel- 




^^id brainpower of this nation. If there is still uncertainty about whether test 
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bright academic ach i evers '^students with high scholastic aptitude test scores who 
earn A to B+ high school averages — attend college, Tables 3 and 4 suggest that there 
is little cause for worry. Both tables reveal that 99% of the nonblacks who got 
NMSQT selection scores at the 90th percentile or better on nonblack norms (scores in 
the 1 3 1 " 1 70 range) entered a college or university. But it is not just those at the 
very top who enter — 38% of the nonblack males and 96% of the nonblack females with 
scores in the upper 70% (9 1 ” 1 70 ) of t'ne .onblack norms entered a college somewhere. 
Parental income was unrelated tc whether males with these characteristics entered 
college, and it had little bearing on the attendance of women. 

The results were the same for blacks who scored highest on their own NMSQT se- 
lection score distribution — 97% of the males and 95% of the females who scored in the 

top quarter of the black distribution (in the 91-1 70 range) entered college. The at- 
tendance ratios are almost as high for males and females of each race who had high 

test scores but who compiled a high school grade average in the C+ to B range. 

An important objective here was to provide information about the proportions of 
highly adacemically talented students with certain characteristics who do not attend 
college. These data strongly suggest that the test-bright achiever — either black or 
nonblack — is almost certain to enter college regardless of characteristics such as 
sex or parent *s income bracket. 

The type of high school --publ i c , independent, or paroch i al --that bright achieving 
males attend appears to have little effect on their college attendance rates (Table 
5). This Is true also for nonblack females who scored in the top 45% of the nonblack 
NMSQT selection score distribution (106 or higher). But nonblack women from parochi- 
al schools who obtain lower test scores were somewhat less likely to attend college 
than other women with similar characteristics who went to public or independent 
schools. Black women graduates from parochial schools were consistently less likely 
to enter college (except in the 62-74 range) than were graduates from the other two 
types (Table 6) . 

Tables 7 and 8 present data on the relation of college attendance to the size of 
the high school system where a student resided. So far the results presented here 
have consistently shown that high scoring males go to college regardless of their 
particular set of conditions. Size of high school system does not deviate from this 
pattern. This variable appears to have no significant bearing on whether a test- 
bright black or nonblack male will attend college. This holds also for nonblack wo- 
men who obtain top test scores. Table 8 reveals, however, that those with scores be- 
low 106 from systems of less than 10,000 were not as apt to enter college as those 

O t 

similar characteristics from larger systems. Lower scoring black women (90 or 
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Table 4 

The Number of Black and Nonblack Females with Different High School 
Grade Averages and the Percent that Entered College 
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below) from the smallest sized school system also were less likely to attend college 
than those coming from the bigger systems. 

Col lege Attendance and Col 1 ege Preferences 

Which colleges do students most want to attend? For a number of years approxi- 
mately the 50,000 students scoring highest in the National Merit talent search were 
asked to name their top two college choices (Astin, 1965; Nichols, 1966). Blumen- 
feld (1968) asked the same question of 1,029 black Finalists in the National Achieve- 
ment Program for outstanding Negroes. Since these black and nonblack students were 
widely distributed geographically, one might expect that they would desire to spread 
themselves widely among many colleges. This was not the case. In this popularity 
contest involving only the very brightest students, a relatively small number of col- 
leges were named. It appears that students, particularly nonblacks, do indeed have 
particular colleges in mind that they would most like to attend. The results pre- 
sented in this section relate the characteristics of college attenders to whether 
they entered their 11th grade first or second choice college. 

In general black males were far less likely to enter the colleges they named than 
their nonblack counterparts (Table 9). But both black and nonblack Eastern males 
with higher test scores (91 ~ 1 70) were somewhat less likely to enter their top named 
colleges than males with similar characteristics who lived in other parts of the 
country. It is likely that Easterners more frequently than the others named presti- 
gious Eastern private colleges as their top choices. Except for nonblacks who had 
NMSQT selection scores at the very top (131 “1 70) , the highest scoring (91-170 range) 
Southern nonblacks more frequently enrolled in their top choices than did their non- 
black male counterparts in other geographical regions. Except in the East, low SES 
nonblacks more frequently entered their top choices than students with families in 
the higher income brackets. 

Overall, nonblack women with scores in the 9 1 ” 1 70 range were, like the men, far 
more likely to enter their preferred choices than were the black women (Table 10). 
Actually, the higher scoring nonblack women entered their first or second choice col- 
lege about as often as did the higher scoring nonblack men. Eastern women in the 91- 
170 range less frequently entered a top choice than the others. In general, the low 
SES women more often than the high SES women enrolled in a top named college. Unlike 
the higher scoring nonblack men, Southern women did not enter a top choice more fre- 
quently than women in the Midwest or West. 

Let us look a bit further at the question of college preference and consider the 
effect that high school grades seem to have. In general, Table 11 shows that grades 
were an important discriminator for nonblack males in the 91 “1 70 range, but they did 

ERjt 




Table 9 

The Number of Black and Nonblack Males with Different Characteristics who Entered College 
and the Percent that Attended their First or Second Choice College 
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The Number of Black and Nonblack Females with Different Characteristics who Entered College 
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not seem to play as important a part for blacks. Interestingly, black males in this 
NMSQT score range with C+ to B averages were just as likely to enter a top choice 
college as those with higher averages. It appears that some intensive recruiting was 
conducted to enroll blacks who obtain relatively high scores on scholastic aptitude 
tests like the NMSQT. This is quite likely connected to the fact that many of them 
did not enter the top choice colleges they named as juniors. Although it appears 
that the higher scoring blacks were eagerly sought, the argument has been made by 
some (Jenkins, 1964; Fishman et al., 1964; Clark and Plotkin, 1963; Green and Far- 
quhar, 1965) that test information of this kind is of questionable value in predict- 
ing how black students will perform in college. 

Table 12 shows that black women in the 91 “170 range with C+ to B averages were 
just as apt to enter their top college choices as blacks with B+ to A averages. On 
the other hand, grades did play some role in whether the higher scoring nonblack wo- 
men entered a top choice college. In general, the high SES nonblacks were somewhat 
less likely to enter a top named choice than nonblack women whose families had lower 
i ncomes . 

Type of C ol lege Entered 

Since nonblacks entered their first or second college preference much more fre- 
— quently than the blacks did, it might be expected that more nonblacks than blacks 
went to 4-year private institutions, and a reverse trend in the 2-year and 4-year 
public institutions. Certainly the number of students enrolling in public junior 
colleges in the past few years has grown enormously. Tables 13 and 14 reveal some 
rather surprising results. 

Over half (53%) of the black males in the top quarter of their own NMSQT selec- 
tion score distribution (91 - 1 70 range) entered a 4-year private college in the fall 
of 1968, which is substantially higher than the 37% figure for nonblacks (Table 13). 
This percentage for blacks is especially high when it is considered that only about 
24% of all first-time entering students in 1968 enrolled in privately controlled 
institutions (U. S. Office of Education, 1969b). The attendance rate at 4-year pri- 
vate institutions for blacks whose parents had incomes over $12,000 was 59%. Only 
nonblacks with scores in the 1 3 1 ” 1 70 range had as many as 50% in that type of college, 
and only those in this score range with parents making over $12,000 reached a 58% 
figure. Interestingly, 50% of the blacks (in the 91-1 70 range) whose parents earned 
less than $6,000 attended a 4-year private college. 

Mention was made earlier thf only 52% of the black males with NMSQT scores in 
the 91*170 range returned usable data for this study, and it was speculated that 
O >sibly a higher percentage of nonresponders than responders did not enter college. 
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Table 11 

The Number of Black and Nonblack Males with Different High School Grade Averages 
and the Percent that Attended their First or Second Choice College 
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Table 12 

The Number of Black and Nonblack Females with Different High School Grade Averages 
and the Percent that Attended their First or Second Choice College 
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At this point we are concentrating on the attenders. So if it is true that a high 
percentage of the nonresponders did not attend college, the absence of information 
for them probably would not substantially affect the results presented here. Also, 
it is hard to see how a bias existed among students at private or public institutions 
regarding completing the questionnaire for this study. 

If the higher scoring black males were less likely than nonblack males to enter 
their first or second choices, it was not because they had to enter 2-year public 
colleges instead. Only 4% of these blacks enrolled in colleges of that type, which 
is considerably below the 23? figure revealed in Bayer and Boruch's (1969) data for 
all blacks who entered 2-year colleges in 1968. Perhaps the naming of most prefer- 
red colleges has not yet been practiced as much among blacks as among nonblacks, so 
that the naming of one's top two college choices has less meaning for them. But may- 
be they were not recruited by the particular colleges or universities they most 
wanted to attend. Or maybe they were recruited by "better" schools than they had in 
mind initially. 

Essentially the same results were found for women as for men with NMSQT selection 
scores in the 91~170 range. However, a slightly lower percentage of these bright 
black women were enrolled in 4-year private colleges than was the case for men — 48% 
to 53? (Table 14). About the same proportions of black women entered 4-year public 
and 4-year private colleges. In contrast, the proportions of nonblacks in the 91" 

170 range enrolled in the different types of colleges were about identical. This 
was true even for those nonblacks who scored in the top 10% of their own NMSQT dis- 
tribution ( 1 31 ” 1 70) . 

How Wei 1 Did Students Pers i st? 

Enrolling in a college does not necessarily mean that a student will stay very 
long. Much of the published evidence about student persistence is discouraging, the 
dropout rate within a single year sometimes reaching as high as 45 or 50%. Recent 
data for blacks, however, does not paint a picture that bJeak (e.g., Tetlow,1969; 
Nicholson, 1970; Borgen, 1970; Astin, 1970). These studies indicate that although 
blacks do not get A or B grades as frequently as whites do, they are able to persist 
in their academic programs. How well did these students persist in their first year 
of college? 

Very high percentages of black and nonblack students of both sexes completed the 
freshman year (Tables 15 and 16). Students who entered a 4-year public college farad 
about the same as those who attended a 4-year private college. But the persistence 
rate for both sexes was lower for students who entered 2-year public colleges. 
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Table 15 

The Number of Black and Nonblack Males who Attended Different Types 
of Colleges and the Percent that Completed the Freshman Year 
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Table 16 

The Number of Black and Nonblack Females who Attended Different Types 
of Colleges and the Percent that Completed the Freshman Year 
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Freshman Grades 

Tables 17 and 18 show that a substantially higher percentage of nonblacks than 
blacks got A or B freshman averages* However, only small percentages of either group 
earned less than a C average* The same percentages of nonblack males in the 9 1 ~ 1 70 
range got A averages in 4-year public and 4-year private colleges, but a slightly 
higher percentage (48% to 42%) of them got B averages in the latter type of college* 
Blacks also did a little better in 4-year private than in 4-year public colleges, 
although over 50% got C averages in both types. 

About three-quarters of the nonblack women got A or B grade averages, while 50% 
of the blacks got averages that high (Table 18). Only 59% of the nonblack males and 
38% of the black males got A or B averages. Like the men, the women generally did 
slightly better in 4-yvar private colleges than they did in 4-year public colleges. 

0 or F averages were very rare among men, but they were even rarer among women; 1% 
of the nonblack women and 4% of the black women reported below C averages. It is 
possible, however, that these percentages are lower than was actually the case. Per- 
haps those who did not do well academically were less likely to provide information 
to us about their grades. 

Since about 70% of the nonblacks scored above the 75th percentile of the black 
students' NMSQT selection score distribution, the mean NMSQT score for nonblacks in 
the 91-170 range is higher than the mean for blacks. This difference should be con- 
sidered in interpreting the results for college grades earned by the two races. 
Location of the College Attended 

Are some students with certain characteristics more likely to attend a college in 
their home state than other students with different characteristics? Parental in- 
come, for example, would be expected to affect whether a student is financially able 
to attend an out-of-state college* 

Tables 19 and 20 do in fact show that students with parents in the low income 
bracket ($6,000 or below) were much more likely to attend a college in their home 
state. Interestingly enough, while this relationship holds for both blacks and non- 
blacks, blacks were generally less likely than nonblacks with similar characteristics 
to enter a home-state college. For example, 81% of the nonblack males scoring in the 
91~170 NMSQT range with low income parents entered an in-state-college, while the com- 
parable percentage for blacks was only 67 . Males Were a bit more likely than females 
with similar characteristics to go to an out-of-state college. Eastern students of 
both sexes were somewhat more likely to attend an out-of-state college than were stu- 
dents from the other regions. 
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Table 17 

The Number and Percentage of Males with Different Characteristics who Obtained 
Various Freshman Grade Averages at Different Types of Colleges 
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Total 750 100 2,421 100 625 99 1,528 100 177 100 578 100 13 99 75 100 1,565 100 4,602 100 

Note: — Comparisons are made in each cell between the percentages of blacks and nonblacks who obtained different freshman grade 
averages at the various types of colleges; the differences that are statistically significant have this designation: * * p .05 level; 

** = p .01 level; *** a p .001 level. 



Table l8 

The Number and Percentage of Females with Different Characteristics who Obtained 
Various Freshman Grade Averages at Different Types of Colleges 
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The Number of Black and Nonblack Males with Different Characteristics who Entered College 
and the Percent that Attended College in their Home State 
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Table 20 

The Number of Black and Nonblack Females with Different Characteristics who Entered 
College and the Percent that Attended College in their Home State 
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High school grade average was also related to whether a student went to college 
out-of-state. Having a B+ to A average was particularly related to out-of-state at- 
tendance for males. Almost half of the black male college attenders with averages 
that high went to a college located out-of-state. Proportionally fewer nonblacks 
with top grade averages went out of state; in fact, only 41% of the nonblack men with 
parents in the "high 11 income bracket went to an out-of-state college. 

Regardless of her grades, the odds were about 50-50 that a black female with 
'“high" SES parents went to college out-of-state, and if her grades were in the B+ to 
A range the odds were about 3 to 2 that she would. In contrast, only about a third 
of the "high" SES nonblack females with top grades went out-of-state. High school 
grades do not appear to be a powerful discriminator in determining whether nonblack 
women from "low" or "moderate" SES levels will go out-of-state--the great majority 
do not. 

One might expect that in-state or out-of-state attendance would be related to the 
type of college attended. Tables 23 and 24 reveal that it is--students attending a 
4-year public college were very likely to remain in their home state, while at least 
50% of the students at 4-year private colleges went out-of-state. Well over half of 
the "high" SES students — black and nonblack — of both sexes at 4-year private colleges 
were attending out-of-state. 

What proportions of students do or do not go to colleges located in their own 
area (East, Midwest, South, or West) of residence (where they took the NMSQJ). As 
would be expected, the great majority attend a college located in their own area 
(Tables 25 and 26). In the South, however, 29% of the black males and 23% of the 
black females with NMSQT scores in the 91-170 range left their region to attend col- 
lege in some other area, most in the East. In fact, of the black and nonblack males 
who did leave the South, Midwest, or West, most went to the East. Women who left the 
Midwest or South most frequently went East. Parental income also had a bearing on 
whether students attended colleges outside their regional area; the "high" income 
families more frequently sent their sons and daughters to "Outside" colleges than 
those less well off financially. 

Another analysis was done where students high school grade averages were related 
to region of college attendance. In general, the grades of both black and nonblack 
males in the Midwest, South, and West were related to attending an "outside" college. 
Students with 3+ to A averages were more apt to be outside their own region. Inter- 
estingly, this relationship was not found for either black or nonblack males in the 
East. Grades did not appear to be as important a factor for women as for men in de- 
^ termining college attendance outside one's own area. 
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Table 21 

The Number of Black and Nonblack Male College Attenders who had Different High School 
Grade Averages and the Percent that Attended College in their Home State 
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Table 22 

The Number of Black and Nonblack Female College Attenders who had Different High School 
Grade Averages and the Percent that Attended College in their Home State 
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Table 24 

The Number of Black and Nonblack Females who Attended Different Types of Colleges 
and the Percent that Attended College in their Home State 
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Table 25 

The Number of Black and Nonblack Hale College Attenders with Different Characteristics 
and the Percent that Entered Colleges in the Various Goegraphic Areas 
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SUMMARY 

This study was designed to obtain information about the college-going patterns of 
students with different characteristics who participate in the scholarship programs 
of NMSC. The results should be interpreted carefully because many students selected 
for the study did not return the 1-page questionnaire mailed to them. Proport ional ly 
fewer blacks than nonblacks returned the questionnaire, and those who scored lower on 
the NMSQT did not return the questionnaire as frequently as did those who obtained 
relatively higher scores. However, the return rate was sufficiently high, particu- 



larly among the relatively high scorers, to warrent a number of tentative conclusions. 

The conclusions reached are briefly summarized as follows: 

1. Virtually all of the 11th grade students — regardless of sex, race, NMSQT selec- 
tion score, parental income, geographical area of residence, etc. — who take the 
NMSQT plan to attend college, and according to them their parents are in favor 
of their going. 

2. The test-bright school achiever — male or female, black or nonblack — is almost 
certain to attend college regardless of family income level; in fact, at this 
time there are apparently few test-bright students with high school grades in 
the C+ to B range who don't go. 

3* The type of high school attended (public, independent, parochial) or the size 
of the high school system where a student resides does not appear to be an im- 
portant factor in determining the college attendance patterns of test-bright 
academic achievers. 



A. Nonblack test-bright achievers of either sex were much more likely to enter 

their 11th grade first or second choice colleges than their black counterparts, 
although Eastern test-bright students — black or nonblack, male or female — were 
generally less likely to enter a top choice than students residing in other 
sections of the country. In general, students from low Income families entered 
their top choices more frequently than those with families in the higher income 
brackets . 



5- High school grades were an important discriminator in determining whether non- 
black males in the 91-170 NMSQT range entered their top choice college; for ex 
ample, the lower income males with B+ to A averages were somewhat more likely 
to enter their top choices than B+ to A students whose families earned more. 
But grades were not an important factor for black males in the 91-170 range-- 
those with C+ to B averages were just as likely to enter a top choice as those 
with higher averages. 

6. Intensive recruiting apparently was conducted to enroll the blacks who 
scored highest on scholastic ability tests like the NMSQT; while blacks 
did not enter their top choices as frequently as the nonblacks did, they 
nevertheless did enter 4-year private institutions with high frequency, 
and surprisingly few of them entered 2-year colleges. High school grades 
in the B+ to A range were not more conducive to entering a top choice be- 
cause the C+ to B blacks were also sought. Parental income was not an im- 
portant factor either. 



7* 




Very high percentages of black and nonblack students of both sexes com- 
pleted the freshman year; persistence was much the same at 4-year public 
and 4-year private institutions. 
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8. Nonblacks typically got better grades than the blacks did, but few of 
either race received below C averages; black and nonblack women more 
frequently got A or B averages than their male counterparts, 

9. In general, students with parents in the low income bracket ($6,000 or 
below) were much more likely to attend a college in their home state than 
students whose parents earned more, but blacks were generally less likely 
than nonblacks with similar characteri st i cs to enter a home-state college. 

Males were somewhat more likely than females with similar characteristics 
to go out-of-stats, and Eastern students of both sexes were a bit more 
likely to attend an out-of-state college than were students from other 
regions. 

10. High school grade average was related to whether a student attended an 
out-of-state college; having a B+ to A average was particularly related 
to out-of-state attendance for males, but a higher proportion of blacks 
than nonblackc with similar characteristics went out-of-state. 

11. Students who entered a 4-year public college were most likely attending 

a home* state college; at least 50% of the students at 4-year private col- 
leges were at out-of-state institutions, 

12. The great majority of students attended a college in their own geographic 
area (East, Midwest, South, or West) as defined in this study; however, 

23% of the black males and 23% of the black females with NMSQT selection 
scores in the 91-170 range left the South to attend a college in one of the 
other areas. Most of those who leave their own area go to an Eastern 
college. 

DISCUSSION 

While the primary objective of this study was to obtain information about the 
college attendance patterns of participants in the scholarship programs of National 
Merit, a particular motivation was to attempt to identify test-bright academic 
achievers who desire college but are not able to attend. Admittedly, the proportions 
of students with various characteristics who responded to the 1-page questionnaire 
were not as high as one might have hoped they would be. Yet a number of tentative 
conclusions are possible. The results for the college attenders are perhaps more 
stable than for those who did not attend, because it is hard to see how biases would 
systematically cause some attenders to respond while others would not. 

It is already known that a higher proportion of nonblacks enter institutions of 
higher learning than do blacks. The point of this study was to learn more about the 
patterns of attendance among college motivated youth who differ in various important 
ways. In this framework the emphasis is placed squarly on factors that lead to 
thought in terms of 'Educational advantages 11 or, conversely, Educational disadvan- 
tages'* rather than to preoccupation with the idea that a person is disadvantaged be- 
cause he happens to be a member of a minority group or because his skin happens to be 
a particular color. All members of a given race, ethnic group, or regional subcul- 
ture are clearly not educationally disadvantaged. This conclusion has been 
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repeatedly borne out by studies of blacks who have received scholarship aid through 
the National Achievement Scholarship Program (Watley, in press). This point is also 
emphasized by Fichter (1967) in his study of graduates of predominantly Negro col- 
leges : 

"...the better educated Negro parents have provided certain advan- 
tages for their children. They undoubtedly anticipated their chil- 
dren^ higher education and saw to it that they took the college 
preparatory curriculum in high school. In this regard, the upper 
class Negro students have a high school curriculum proportionately 
similar to that of the white students. ...The economic, occupation- 
al, and educational status of Negro parents obviously has a great 
influence on the academic aspirations and experiences of their chil- 
dren. In contrast, it is remarkable that any of the children of 
lower class Negro parents ever manage to attend and finish college" 

(p. W). 

What about the question: Are there now significant numbers of test-bright aca- 

demic achievers with particular characteristics who do not enter college? Since the 
nonresponder problem is not as serious among the top-scoring nonblacks as among the 
blacks, one can reasonably conclude that there are indeed few high-scoring academ- 
ically successful nonblacks who do not go to college. If there are, this investi- 
gation was not sufficiently controlled in terms of students characteristics to find 
them. Doubtless the situation has changed since the middle 1950's when Wolfle (195^), 
Iffert (1956), the Educational Testing Service (1957), Thistlethwaite (1958), and 
others reported data showing that many test-bright high school achievers were not 
going on to institutions of higher learning. 

While a high percentage of the scholarship winners in the programs of NMSC typi- 
cally complete followup questionnaires (e.g., Nichols and Ascin, 1 966 ; Watley, 1969; 
Burgdorf, 1969), many nonwinners do not. Black nonwinners are now less apt to pro- 
vide followup information about themselves than are the nonblacks who did not re- 
ceive NMSC scholarships. It was hoped in this study that blacks and nonblacks alike, 
especially those who wanted to attend college but did not go, would want to tell us 
about their circumstances in order that other students similar to themselves could 
be identified. There are no doubt a number of complex reasons why many individuals 
did not respond. But judging from the many letters received, one important reason was 
that these students wanted financial aid themselves and none was offered. 

Whatever the reasons may be that many did not respond, the results for blacks ap- 
peared reasonably consistent across the various geographical regions, and the find- 
ings are systematic when other factors are considered such as parental income level 
and NMSQ.T selection score. Thus it does not appear from these data that we are able 
to single out particular subgroups of test-bright achievers with given characteris- 
tics for further investigation because of unusually low college attendance rates. 

i ; 
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Because the focus of attention here was upon the college attendance patterns of 
students with given characteristics, the belief is not implied that every student 
should attend college. This study concentrated on bright academic achievers who 
indicated that they wanted to attend college. In the interest of developing the 
nation's talent resources, NMSC has since its inception been concerned with iden- 
tifying talented youth who want to continue their education. This is also consis- 
tent with the democratic ideal of helping individual students develop their talents 
to the extent of their ability and desire. 

Many will not be surprised by the high college attendance rates found among 
these students. After all, nearly three times as many students now attend colleges 
and universities as in 1955- In fact, students are now attending institutions of 
higher learning in such a lockstep manner that the flow of students into college, 
frequently hailed as a great accomplishment, is now bring brought into question. 

"Far from enlarging the choice of educational experiences available to the young 
or producing unprecedented numbers of joyfully enlightened citizens," says Falter- 
mayer (1970, p. 98), "the feverish expansion has reproduced with deadly conformity 
from coast to coast, a system originally designed for an elite of the intellectually 
curious and the professionally committed--a system unchanged in basic concept since 
medieval times." It now appears possible to produce a society of people that is 
overly educated in terms of the knowledge required to do the various kinds of jobs 
that need to be done. Not unrelated to this situation is the fact that colleges and 
universities themselves are now in the midst of transition and soul-searching, and 
many issues (e.g., Open admissions and who should be educated? What should be taught? 
What are the best teaching methods?, etc.) are still being discussed heatedly. 

While many youth today are greatly perplexed over the course of action to take, 
the desire of college officials to attract bright academic achievers to their insti- 
tutions has continued unabated. It is still assumed that these bright students will 
be able to market their talents when their formal education is over. In fact, the 
assumption remains that these youth provide the hope for this country to retain its 
place as the world leader in science, and that through their leadership discoveries 
and cures can be found to help resolve many of the problems (e.g., environmental 
pollution) that man must somehow learn to cope with. 
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